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ABSTRACT t

. Although the social sciences have become legitinmate
sources of sclence news, many journalisa instructors of science

communication 4o not believe the social sciences warrant special or .
. vequired attention in their courses. This is unfortunate, for the

social sciences are importast enough and different enough to require
both their inclusion and %special handling® in science writing
courses. As vith pure and applied sciences, social science creates a
need for news writers to "translate® its terminolegys and the
relative nevness of the discipline creates special challenges to
teporters vho must sift through data to interpret the most

- methodologically sound findings. .Once journalise teachers recognize

the efficacy of including social sciences in their science nevs
vriting courses, they can expose their students to the problems .and
challenges of social science news reporting in the following ways:

‘compare the central ‘issues of daily news stories with current social

science research topics: involve local social scientists in class
activities whenever possible: have students develcp glossaries of
gocial science terms; have students critigue local media coverage of
science nevwg: have students write sclence news articles based on

“sor.ginal research reports, then compare -tudent work vith

professional articles based on the same reports; and make students
avare of the\basic teferences in the social sciences. (RL)
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putting the Social Sciences Into Soience Communication Courses
In the last 15 years, the social sc:i.ems‘es.1 once. considered bastard
lsoienoes of dubious merit, have become legitimate sources of science news.
The 1960's and 1970's saw the development of major news magazines in

the sdoial sciences, including Psychology Today, Human Nature, and Human

Behavior. Profes_sional organizations of social scientists repcrted
dramatic mc:r'eaae:sj in ‘the wber of mass media reporters attending national
_conventions. Major news magazines began to run periodic columns on the.
social sciences. And a number of major newspaéers, including the Los

Angeles Times ind Detroit Free Press, even hired specialized "human

behavior" writers. In his study of science news in metropolitan news- .
papers, Cole (1974) provided empirical support for this rising media
interest in tHe social scienc’ . He found that social and behavioral

L}

science news”rose from 4.7% of all science stories in 1961 to 14.8% of all
such stories in 1971.' ‘ )

' -.The responses of educators to this pheﬁomenon have been mixed. m tt;e
one hand, educators in schools and departments of journalism and comuni-

cation have developed oourses designed to teach students to cope with

rie.

social data. The emphasis in many "precision journalism" courses, for
example, has been on understanding and developing survey A;ta that address
socia;cproblems. And increasingly, instructors in advanced reporting
courses are exposing their students to the often bewildering world of
social research and statistics.

On the other hand, there is reason to believe that journalism educators
who teach specialized science communication courses have_béen slow to warm

to the social sciences as legitimate sources of science news. In a re¢cent
-~ o
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auz"\;ey 'of science news communication inatruotors'.. only one of the general

science writing 1natrq9tora in journalism or communication de_part.ments used

"sooial .-aoienpe'? in their course title (Dmgoody and warteutﬁ.‘ 1977). Thi_a

v -could mean, of ‘course, that many pof these instructors subsume;'t'he‘ aooial_;.‘:"

. sciences uﬂdo;'the more general "solence” tems in their course titles."'but'
theire 13 reason t.glthink they may not.. Few of the boéks and magazines

‘instructors say tﬁey use.:lin such courses concern themselves with the gocial
sciences., ';k‘a'reover. in'.se;.)arabe studies, Tichenor ami his collesgzues

(1970) and Dunwoody (1978) fouqd that science writers from major newspapers

seldom think of the social sciences when they think of science. More often

,f’; than not, the saiences for tﬁ‘an are the physical and biological swiences.
/'/' ' Science writers not only brefer to write about the "natural®™ sciences, but
/ | _their training is more ikely to be in these sciences (Ryan and Duwoody,
- / 1975). Since many instructors of science communication have themselves

*been newspapér science i‘irlit'e‘rs.. it is 'like’iyl that such perceptions of the
waaiences" and preferences t:or the "natural® soiencea.o_arry into the
classroom. As one 'Journanat—turn'ed-'eduqator recently put it: "My
background is in bi.ochemistry—l'm absolut;.ely hopeless when it comes to the

) social sciences!™ Thus, she gaid she usually avoids making assig'ments in
th:area. Other instructors haw;e told me that they do incorporate the
social and behavioral sciences in ti :ir courses, but usually as "optional
assignments. Rarely do instructors seem to go out of their way to require
assignments in the social and behavioral sciences. They simply don't seem
to see the social sciences as important enough Sor different enough) to
warrant this kind of attention.

As one of a small but growing number of social science writers in the

country, I think such reactions are unfortunate. I would argue thqt the
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social sciences are important enough—and different enough—to requ1¥;
"special handling" in' science communication cowrses, and that such handling -
{s not as difiioult as it might at first seem, even for instruof.oré with no _. —-
special training in thé. social sciences. |
First, I would 'arg'ua’ that the soclial and behavioral sciences are -
simifioaht énough to warrant their coverage in the mass media, and their
inolusion in soience oommioation courses. Critios of social science
re&earch often oontend that the findings ‘bf the ao-oalled "human® sciences
are %0 nascent that they are best left to gather dust until conolusions oan
be more firmly draun. While it is true that much /aooial science research
is in its infancy, it is also true that there is much that has matured .to "
the point where i% can be of immediate Gse to people. Sooilol scientists
have made great strides in the last two dioades. Econamists have found o
that it 'is possible to provide secure inocomes to the poor w:lthoqt under-
mining their motivation. -Sooiologists have found that t?using, instead of
promotiﬁg integration, often promdtes "white flight." Demographers have
u'plo;ed the myth of the American family a8 a' two-parent unit in which.Daq
goes to the office while Mom develops dishpan hands. Psychologists who
stut-!y altruism have found that victims stand a better chanée of receiving
help if they ory “Call the policel” than they do if they simply scream. In | ’
.addition. we now know that special institutions that label children as
"retarded,” "handicapped," or "delinquent® may do more harm than good.
These findings, and many more, deserve the attention of public polioymakers
and the general public, and they deserve to be seen as legitimate subjects
for soience news. _ »

Second, I would argue that science writers, in reporting the findings

of social science research, are faced with unique challenges that require

5



special attention.'_ In some mys. in faot. the social sciences mey be more

difficult to cover ‘than the phygioal .and biologioal soienoes. The social,

emotional .‘ and mental lives of ’épop.le are more dit‘fiou‘lt to measure and
predict thanﬁare the lives of otl;er';roaturos or the states of ﬁést
inorganic ors’ahians. Thus, as sociologists of sclience have pointa? out,
there 1s usually less oonsensus 1in, the social sciences than there is in the
natural sciences. For the science writer, this 'mea”na'that his scientist
sources may disagree with each other more than they do in the physical and
biological sciences. It also means that findings tund to depend more on
nethodologioai oorisiderations t,‘han' do findings in the other sciences. As a
result it may be much more diffiocult for the soience writer covering ‘the
social and behavioral sciences to separate good data from bad.

At the same time that there is less consensus in the- social scienoes.
there 1&» usually more apparent relevance to people's daily lives. Street
crime, ' uoh {s a ﬁbject of sociologists, is simply much more involving
for the average person than black holes or supernovas. In my view, this,
very relevanoo. while enhanoing interest in the subJect matter of social
science, generates its own difficulties. When it comes to human behavior,
everyone i3 his own .expert. .If a social scientist's tfindims on sex
differences do not ﬁesh with those of an eﬁitor's. they are likely to be
dismissed as "bad science." If the findings supp_ort o&mon sense, they are
likely to be rejected as "supporting the obvious."

In addition, the social sciences are more likely than the aatural
sciences to borrow terms from everyday language--a fact that may make the
subject matf.er appear to be "understandable" when in faot it is not.
npggression," for example, may mean one thing to a layperson, but a very

different thing to a psychologist. Similarly, "alienation" may have one

6
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meaning to the lay reporter, but a verfr different meaning to the soci-
P Q .

_ Vg
ologist. Unless a science writer realizes that the jargon of social

physios. s/he may unintentionally distort the findings of a particular
social science study. In faot, there is some evidenoe suggesting that
social soience srtioles are more likely than nodioal science stories to be
misunderstood. perhaps because . the jargon of social science is more likely
to have multiple meanings (Lium, 1977).

Indeed, in private oonversations. seversl newspaper science writers -

" have aclmowledged that” they have a more difficult time oovering the social

solences than.they do covering the physical and biological sciences. "I

/
have no background in the social sciences,” one reporter recently
- . v &

lamented, "I can't telk the language ." Noted another: "The trouble with '

social soienoe is that if you put ten dit‘ferent social scientists in the

same room and ask them all the same question. you get ten different

answersi®

Instruotors' of soienoe commwnication cannot be expected to teach
gyohology or sociology to their stydents any more than they can be
expeoted to teach biology or physics. However, they can expose 'their
students. to- some of the problems and challenges that the social sciences
have to offer. ' ¥

Among other things, they can: '

Expose science oomnmioation students to the inherent news value of

sooial science research. Behind many breaking news stories about human

beings is .st least o>ne scientist aho is working on a related problem. 'For.

example, when a politician claims that welfareé undeﬁnines rfg}pients'

willingness to work, the science writer can see if there's any empirical

4
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.soience needs "translating" every bit as much as the jargon of medicine or
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. basis for such olsims. as it turns out} sociological research &nows that
most welfare recipients, contrary to nyth ’ really do want to work. Hhen
school board members argue that odrporal punishment is needed to "k-ap kids
in line,” the soi-enoe.rs'portsr can explore the psychological evid a
matter of fact, sociallscientists have found that corporal punishmen. ’
does at least as'much harm as _it doss good, and that there are altsr}wgtive,
effective methods 'ot. dlsciplinixﬁ youmst_ers. One way to expose 8clence |
"s_ddﬁﬁs'iostion stude’nts to the possibilities for storiss in the social
soisnoss ‘18 to bring a social rssearcher into the olassroam to dispuss the
relevance of his field for everyday news eyents. It might be particul.srly
instruotive to bring in a soocial scientist whose own research findings seem
very "comonsensiosl " The students could intirview the scisnﬁst on .why |
his or her findinas are ":unportsnt ®  They oould 'then discuss the soien-
tist's findings with a local neuspsper editor and ask if s/he would be | Y
interested in runnim a story on the findings, aond why or why not.?.
" Find sooial scientists on the wiversity faoulty who have recently
delivered papers on their rssesrsh at oonventions in their fields. If the
'scientists are willing, have them prssent their papers to the ola‘ss. and

o

share the. views that other soientists have taken of their work— '
particularly in terms of interpretations of data, messuremsnt problems, and
the 1ike. If possible, bring in two sooisl scientists who take very
different approaches to the same problsm.

* Have students develop glossaries of social science terms, with
particular embhasis on terms that may appear to be familiar to lay
audiences, but which have very definite and different meanings for soclal

scientists.,
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". Have stx;deht;a oritique neciia-ooverage of science ne;:s_iocall-y. In
', 'thei'r §nit1ques-.' ask students to keep separate vai.is on the social,

' biologioal -and physical sciences. Who writ.es the articles--soience
‘writerys or general assigment reporters? What was the original form for
predntation of the research findings--a publio meeting? oonvention?

_aov’erment report? or Journal article? Does the reporter piaoedthe .

/ research in a larger research oontext? ‘e possible. have students do ,
accurasy ohecks with selected soientists. Are there any notioeable dif=
ferenoes in the ocoverage given the, -sacial and natural scienoes?

2

* Humen Behavior® and Psychology Today often run news "shorts" on

individual journal articles in the social acienoea. Select an artiocle n'oin
r;;\f these publications and, using the rqferenoe oited in the magazine,
looat.o _the. arisinil_igwnjl_artiglg_on- based .- Assign-students

to write a newspaper article heged on this original artioie. Then campare
the students' work uith the professional Journaiist's. . . <
A D:pou students ‘to basic references in the social sciences) includ-

ing Sociological Abstracts, Paxchologioai Abstraota. The Sccial Science

. Citation Index, and ERIC. Tell them about souroes that 1ist grants awarded

in the social sciences. Foundation neuslet.ters are good sources, but there

: are others, including ‘Behavioral Research Studies, a monthly publication
that routinely‘liats all federal govérmnent grants in the behavioral |
:\. ' sciences. In addition, familiarize students with various ;jow'nals in the
\ social sciences. local faculty may be of help in locating "prestige"
' \ journals; they may also be able to help identify scholarly journals of book
— - \ reviews, and the "annua_l reviews," which provide state-of-the-a_rt reviews

\,' of research in various disciplines. In her recent book Guide to Writing

"\.‘ ﬂd-l’ublishing in the Soocial and wehaviorel Sciences (1977), Carolyn

-
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+ Mullins lists 540 journals in the eooial and behavioral sciences; her hi\at o
_ includes int‘ormation on t.opica ‘covered “in eaoh Jour al. -
\ : * Expoge students to oritical diseuaeions of mass media coverage of
the social and behavioral ataiemae’ga mq *important ot °oe hails from the
Arden House Conference on Behavioral SOienoee and. the Haas Media sponsored
‘by the Russell Sage Foundation and the Gradt&te. School ‘of Journalisa of ' : .
/- Columbia University-in April 1966; the proceedings of thia conference have ' . !
been qdited into a voluue by Fredrick T. C. Yu, balled Behavioral Soiences

and the Mass Media. Another important source, and one that provides an . -

i international perepective, are the prooeedinga \or a UNESCO aympoaium on

- social aoienoe comunication. which appeared in\a 1974 issue of the in . .

International Social Soience Journal. See /‘leo im Gruning's mtitled " ——

' article on social science and the media. in Scien e and the Newspa

R publie d by The American Association t‘or the Adv cenent of Soience in
1974: and a chapter Sharon Dwnwoody and I wrote cai,led "Sooial Science in

e ! the Mass Media: Images and Evidence." whicn will alipear in a book titled
- )
o Ethical Deciaiomaku in Social Science Research. spon to be. pub].ished by

4 '

Cambridge University Preaa.
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o
In addition, encourage students to cover the lectures, speeches,
colloy .a, and other presentations of social aoientis_tsa
In my view, the apparent relative lack of attention that instructors of

. Science com'.xnic_ation give to the social and ‘behavioral scienges ought to

Ghange, and can change, if educators will but make the effort.

10
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